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Abstract 
The transition to the group instruction in teaching to play music has created a need to understand the significance of 
the group in connection with studying to play music. What kind of significance do the students in the class teachers’ 
adult education give to the group in connection with studying to play music? The aim of this study is to describe and 
to understand the significance given to the small group by teacher students in connection with studying to play to 
music, learning in small groups and the challenges and possibilities brought on by the group learning to the 
pedagogics. The material of the study consists of 17 students' writings. The writings have been created as answers to 
the open questions which the students were asked to answer before the beginning of their studies and then when they 
ended. The method of analysing the material was qualitative content analysis. The teacher students perceived 
playing music and accompaniment as a natural part of their work as a teacher. Studying to play music in the small 
groups supports learning and enables the members to learn from each other. The group makes it possible to play in 
ensemble, which is preparation for the teacher's work and playing music in the class. A good atmosphere and 
homogeneous groups were seen as preconditions for good group learning. The challenge of the group instruction is 
differentiation. Students are required to take more responsibility for their learning than in individual teaching. It is 
necessary to develop pedagogy, which further enables the more versatile utilisation of the possibilities of the group. 
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1. Introduction 
 
   In the Finnish school system, compulsory education includes a nine-year comprehensive school. Class teachers 
teach mainly grades 1 - 6, subject teachers who have specialized in one subject teach grades 7 - 9. The class 
teachers' main subject is pedagogy and they also have qualifications to teach all the subjects which are taught in the 
comprehensive school. The qualification requirements for teachers include a higher university degree (a Master's 
degree).  
Music has traditionally been an important part of the Finnish class teachers' education. Even though the proportion 
of music in the future teachers' studies has gradually decreased, all the graduating class teachers still gain 
competence in teaching music. Class teachers are also almost wholly responsible for the music teaching of a great 
many, as most of the music teaching which is common for everyone takes place in the first six school years. 
(Tereska, 2003, 1.)  
 
According to the studies, class teacher students regard the music studies provided by the education important from 
the point of view of their own relationship to music but inadequate from the point of view of teaching. However, 
many plan that they will use music in the teaching as a diversely unifying element. In the elementary school the 
music can indeed at its best be naturally integrated as a part of the everyday life of the school. (Juvonen 2008, 142, 
Nikkanen, 2009, 59.) A personal relationship with music is connected to the willingness to teach music. For 
example, experiencing the skill to play music as inadequate reduces the willingness to teach music, even if music 
was otherwise pleasurable. Also the experience of one's own musicality or the lack of it is connected to the attitude 
to teaching music. It is often thought that only the especially musically gifted can teach music. However, teacher 
education has to guarantee everyone the competence to teach music at basic education level with the help of good 
teaching material and technology. (Juvonen, 2008, 96.)  
 
The time in elementary school includes most of the music teaching which is common to all and is usually taught by 
the class teacher. Even if class teachers' command of the subject was not at the same level as a subject teachers', they 
have more possibilities to integrate music flexibly into teaching which crosses subject boundaries. The separate 
lessons given by the subject teacher can in turn, in the worst case, remain detached from the operational culture of 
the school. (Nikkanen, 2009, 63.)  
 
The context of the study was the class teachers' adult education programme organized in the Kokkola University 
Consortium Chydenius and the group instruction in the piano playing given there. In the education, the significance 
of a community, interaction and dialogue in learning and in the development of expertise are emphasized. A small 
group is an important form of carrying out cooperation in the education. (Curriculum of the class teachers' adult 
education, 2012-2014, 4.) The adult students bring their own starting points and challenges to the education when 
the students with more experience and the beginners study together. In addition to different backgrounds, challenges 
are brought to the learning by different studying orientations. For example, the demand for effectiveness can be in 
conflict with   in-depth learning. (Isosomppi, Leivo & Rauhala, 2013, 74-80.)  
 
The class teachers' education includes the music studies of 5–8 study credits depending on the student's choices as a 
part of the 60 study credits that include the subjects and cross-curricular themes taught in the comprehensive school. 
A small portion of the studies is for playing music – mainly studies in keyboard accompaniment. Instruction in 
playing music has been carried out since the year 2009 in the groups of 3–4 students. The groups are formed at the 
beginning of the studies based on the students' self-assessment. The adult students' musical backgrounds are very 
different. There are students who have studied music for a long time, the ones who have had music as an interest or 
have used it in their work, and then there are students who are complete beginners. An attempt is made to form the 
music playing groups so that the level of differences inside the groups would not be too great. The heterogeneous 
teaching groups are encouraging and inspiring and at best offer suitable challenges at the zone of proximal 
development (Vesioja, 2006, 244). However, too wide level differences can bring tension in the learning 
environment (Tereska, 2003, 173-175).  
 
All the students have 12 hours of group instruction in playing music during the first study semester in the periods of 
60 minutes. There is additional 10 hours of playing music during the second study semester for those students who 
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have chosen the optional credits of music. The main objective is a practice related competence in playing music and 
reading musical notation needed in the elementary school. The teaching contains basics for a method of piano 
accompaniment (vapaa säestys or VS), in other words basics of accompaniment based on chord symbols and also 
containing elements of piano improvisation and playing by ear (Rikandi, 2012,6). Music textbooks of the elementary 
school with the addition of material drawn up by the teacher are used as teaching materials. Teaching takes place in 
a piano studio which is equipped with electric pianos, headphones and computers. Some of the teaching material is 
in an electronic format in the network study environment. The equipment in the class enables both the differentiated 
working which is in accordance with the individual objectives and playing in ensemble. At the beginning of the 
study period the students' backgrounds, wishes and objectives are surveyed both through discussion and an 
electronic form.  
 
2. Learning theory starting points for group instruction in playing music 
 
   In this article I examine music learning from the perspective of sociocultural learning. According to this, learning 
is above all social operation and takes place in interaction with others. Communal learning is a form of social 
learning. In it the group builds and forms knowledge together. When different people and points of view meet and 
participate in a dialogue, the learning can deepen. In the university studies this can take place both as a part of the 
organized teaching situations and in free-form meetings. (Hodkinson 2005, 524-526; Repo-Kaarento, Levander & 
Nevgi, 2011, 100-101.) In the music playing groups the students equipped with different musical backgrounds, 
knowledge and skills share and compare their experiences and their ideas. Also the situated perspective emphasizes 
the shared expertise in which the interaction between the learners of different levels can support the learning of an 
individual (Ahonen, 2004, 26).  
 
Apart from as a consequence of teaching, learning also takes place as a result of all human operation. Individuals 
and groups learn in social situations. The learning of a human being is directed by biology but also by the socio-
cultural reality in which human beings live. The intellectual and practical tools of a human being are not biological 
but communicative in character. We become involved with them in the interaction with others. The basic idea of the 
socio-cultural perspective is that the socio-cultural tools are created and also passed on with the help of 
communication. (Säljö, 2004, 11-15, 19-20). Also music is learned by growing in a certain community to a certain 
culture (Ahonen, 2004, 59).  
 
Lev Vygotsky (1978) defines that learning always takes place in social interaction, often between a beginner and a 
more experienced person. In Vygotsky's thinking also the zone of proximal development is important, in other 
words, the area in between the present knowledge of the individual and the level of the possible knowledge. 
Correctly timed support for learning given by a teacher or a more experienced colleague and the tasks that are 
suitably challenging make the progress in the zone of proximal development possible. The learner can then learn 
more challenging matters than by studying alone. This is described with a pedagogical concept scaffolding. A more 
skilled collaborator can provide communicative support as if by thinking with the learner. (Säljö, 2004, 120-124; 
Vygotsky, 1978, 85-86.) Optimally, the support for learning is achieved in the music playing group which is 
sufficiently, but not overly heterogeneous.  
 
Learning in a small group can also be examined from the perspective of the concept of community of practice, 
originally introduced by Lave and Wenger in 1991. Wenger defines a community of practice as a group of people 
who have committed themselves to a collective learning process in a shared area of human operation. They have a 
shared subject of interest and they attempt to improve their knowledge in this area through regular interaction. (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991, 98-100; Wenger, 1998, 72-85, 2006, 1.) Hodkinson, in turn, describes the community of practice 
more loosely as a state located anywhere, in which people are participants. Mutual commitment, shared task and a 
collection of common functions or tools are characteristic to it. (Hodkinson, 2005, 524.)  
 
Wenger distinguishes between the learning community and community of practice. It is essential for the formation 
and stability of any given community of practice that the pursuit of common goal makes it possible for the members 
to share the significant learning. The music playing groups that are a subject of this study can be characterized as 
learning communities where the learning in particular is the core of the operation. (Wenger, 1998, 214.)  
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Learning to play piano is marked by a strong tradition of studying alone. However, for her doctoral thesis, Inga 
Rikandi (2012) studied the piano playing of subject teacher students of music as a communal process. In her study, 
as in the study this article is based on, the small groups differed from the communities of practice defined by 
Wenger, for example, in the fact that the members of the group joined and also left the group together. The different 
musical backgrounds and skills meant, however, that there were musically more experienced ones and also novices 
in the group. (Rikandi, 2012, 45.) The small groups of my own study group were composed of broadly 
homogeneous skills. In practice, there were still learners in every group who were at different stages, knowing 
different matters and being skilled in different areas.  
 
3. Objective of the study and study questions  
 
   The transition from the traditional individual teaching to the group instruction raised the need to understand the 
nature of studying to play music which takes place in the group. The objective of this study is to describe and to 
understand the nature of studying to play music which takes place in the adult students' small group and in this way 
to obtain information to support the pedagogical development of the music playing groups.  
My study questions are the following: 
1) How do the adult students see themselves as the players of music and playing music as a part of their own 
teacher's professionality at the beginning of their studies and after one year of studying to play music? 
2) What kind of significances do the adult students give to a group in connection with studying to play music? 
 
4. Research Methods 
 
   The study material which this article is based on consisted of 17 students' short pieces of writing. The writings 
were created as answers to the open-ended questions which the students were asked to answer at the beginning stage 
of the studies and when the studies ended. The first material was collected with a paper form at the beginning of the 
studies. The purpose of the questionnaire was to survey the new students' musical background for forming the 
groups. The students were asked to tell about their own musical background and about their possible music studies 
and interests. They were asked what kind of thoughts were raised by studying to play music in the small group and 
what they expected from the music studies ahead.  
At the second stage the students answered the questions with an electronic form: 
– Describe in your own words, what kind of player of music you are at the moment. 
– What kind of position do you think playing music will be in your work as a class teacher? 
– What kind of experience was it to study to play music in a group? 
The analysis of the material was a qualitative content analysis. I classified the material into themes based on study 
questions and the content. I divided the material into the units of significance which I placed in categories in 
accordance with the themes. Those students of one year group who had chosen the optional three study credits of 




   The significances described in the students' writings grouped in the categories according to the themes in the study 
questions. The following themes were connected to the idea of themselves as a players of music and playing music 
as a part of their own teacher's professionality: music knowledge and skills, using music in the work, as well as the 
setting of objectives and commitment to studying. The themes that were connected to the significance of the group 
were the support given by the group, playing in ensemble, learning, atmosphere and how the teaching was 
implemented. 
 
The students described their own knowledge and skills often critically at the first stage of the studies. Particularly the 
own music playing skills were considered inadequate. It is often mentioned that the skills in playing music are minor 
or not very good .  
I can play easy songs by sight on one hand. I remember a little bit of the chords.  
At the final stage of studies their own skills were analysed in more detail. It appears from the material that the 
students experienced that their skills had developed by a surprisingly large amount during the year but they also 
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realized that it was necessary to learn more. Many of the students brought out an increase in self-assurance and 
courage. It was also noticed that even the matters which seem difficult at first are possible to learn by practising. 
I know the notes and most ordinary chords (the majors, minors). I can accompany simple and easy, 
familiar songs, if I practise a little. I can play rather easy pieces with two hands. I have learned to 
control the fear of mistakes. I can build chords and strum to a few rhythms. The new piece always 
requires practice but I am also able to play a little, directly from the notes without practice.  
I have developed during the course as a piano player, already I dare to take on pieces that seem 
more difficult to practise. When you notice that you can do something, the self-confidence grows 
and you only want to play more.  
The students analysed the use of music in the work a lot, particularly in the material that was collected at the final 
stage of studies. Many considered playing music and accompanying as a natural part of their future work as 
teachers. One can read in the material that music and playing music was thought to have wide significance in the 
teaching, not only in the music lessons.  
I believe that I will use music playing skills a lot in work and integrate music and songs into many 
subjects.  
 
The majority of the students believed that they will use the acquired playing skills in one way or another in their 
work. Many brought up that even if playing music in front of other adults, for example, the supervisors of the 
teaching practice makes them nervous, playing music in their own class with the pupils is easier.  
After the pedagogical practice I believe that accompanying will be in a large part of my own work. I 
believe that there is no need to be as nervous then when I have my "own" class and familiar pupils. 
Now an extra tension is brought on by the teachers and supervisors being there and observing the 
accompanying.  
 
Many students intended to accompany at least in their own class, especially at the lower grades. Many were aware 
of the fact that they were still working at the first stages as players and needed more practice. On the other hand, it 
was considered natural.  
It is good for the children to see that the teacher also has to practise and to make an effort to 
achieve something.  
 
Mostly the students assumed that they would use their playing skills in their own class with their own pupils in 
different teaching situations. Performing to a wider audience, for example, in the school concert was already thought 
of as a big challenge.  
I can promise to accompany only an easy version of a song in the school concert, which I can 
practise for a long time beforehand.  
 
On the whole, it was possible to read in the material a fairly realistic and practice related but also trusting attitude 
towards using the playing skills as a part of the future work as a teacher. Many experienced that their skills still 
required developing and some were indeed planning to continue studying to play music in the future. 
I will use the piano somehow. It seems however, that the school instruments may be winners. It is 
my intention to take music lessons on the piano when the education ends and the work begins.  
 
In the beginning of the studies the students described their objectives and their commitment to studying music and 
how to play it. Many of them told that in general they only wanted to learn to play and to accompany. Adopting also 
the basics and the theory of music was considered important.  
I look forward to adopting the basics and the theory so that I could teach basic skills to the children 
and to accompany them / to play music with them in my future work. 
 
The objectives described by the students could move at different levels depending on the individual student's 
background. From the objectives described by the students one can conclude that there are players at different stages 
in the group.  
I would like to learn to accompany simple children's songs with a piano. 
I anticipate that playing (the piano) would become more fluent, there would be no need to get 
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nervous. For example, recognizing and playing the chords would become easier, more by heart in 
style.  
The commitment to studying and realizing that reaching objectives may require struggle was elicited in many 
answers.  
I am ready to work and to study also in my own time so that I would achieve the aims.  
At the final stage of studies the answers portray the thinking of how the acquired skills are intended to maintain and 
to develop in the future.  
I have planned to continue piano lessons after graduating. In doing so, I want to inspire at the same 
time myself and my children to play the piano .  
It can be perceived in the material, that continuing studying and practising in the future and maintaining the acquired 
skills was seen as a natural part of the teacher's professionality.  
 
Support given by the group  
 
Studying to play music in the small groups was above all a matter which supports the learning. The members of the 
group encouraged and cheered each other on and also learned from one another. The group made playing in 
ensemble possible which was experienced as inspiring. The support for studying given by the group was mentioned 
in many answers. Before the beginning of the studies it was expected that the group provides support and new things 
can be learned together with others. Also at the final stage of the group instruction, many considered the support 
given by the group important for the learning.  
Pleasing, because I was given support and encouragement. First I hoped that I would have received 
more individual tuition but when the skills developed, I gained self-confidence and began to 
understand the significance of the support given by the group.  
 
Playing in ensemble was usually a fun and pleasant experience according to the material. It was also possible to 
practise independently during the group instruction but playing music together was refreshing and motivating. 
Similar results have also been obtained in earlier studies (see, for example, Anttila, 2008, Vesioja, 2006).  
Wonderful, motivating, funny. I enjoyed it very much.  
It was experienced that playing in ensemble was also preparing for work as a teacher and for playing music in the 
class. Playing in the group brings true feel to the studying, it resembles the class situation more than traditional 
individual teaching.  
It has been nice to play songs together and to get the experience of exactly what playing is because 
nobody accompanies in a silent vacuum.  
Playing in the group was also liberating and musically more rewarding than playing alone. Playing music in the 
group was emphasized also in the results of earlier studies (for example, Vesioja, 2006). Particularly at the 
beginning of studies, before commencing the studies in playing music, the students described feeling nervous about 
the future group playing lessons.  
Good, however, I'm nervous about my own playing skills and playing when others are listening. 
Quite good. I will have to play 'publicly' when I am working. Good to get more confidence to 
perform.   
On the other hand, playing together was considered useful particularly because it could help to learn to control or to 
conquer the fear of performing. 
 
The students discussed the learning in the group in the sense that the group accustomed them to playing in ensemble 
and when others were listening. Learning was also discussed in connection with differentiation – the students 
emphasized the importance of the tuition suitable to their own level and the possibility to play independently using 
headphones.  
Extremely good experience because in our group I experienced that every one was genuinely 
enthusiastic to learn.  
Learning from one another is not often mentioned  –  however, it is possible to find a reference pointing to it the 
following excerpt.  
It is a good thing, in my opinion, and it surely supports the learning. In this way one can also get 
help from the student friends and it is possible to learn together. 
701 Riitta Rauhala /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  171 ( 2015 )  695 – 702 
 
The significance of the atmosphere of a group was emphasized in the material. In many answers the good team spirit 
and relaxed atmosphere of the group were emphasized. It seemed that the social well-being and getting along 
together in the group was an important precondition for learning. In a comfortable and relaxed atmosphere one could 
try and fail without the fear of mistakes.  
Playing in the group was nice, the team spirit was good, as was the atmosphere and we also learned 
from one another. 
 
The material shows that playing music in the group and playing together require confidence. Rikandi brings out that, 
playing to others, especially to peers, exposing one's own weaknesses is at least as difficult as talking. One main 
object of the pedagogics of group playing is indeed the building of the confidence in the group. (Rikandi, 2012, 66.)  
In connection with implementing teaching the students brought out, for example, the size of the teaching group. A 
group of four was considered already too large. Indeed, the development proposals were often connected to the 
group size.  
Only group sizes can be reduced, in which case there is more time.  
 
The students considered teaching in the ability groups important. As homogeneous a group as possible regarding 
skills was considered desirable.  
It is good that teaching is carried out in the ability groups so that we don't proceed too quickly.  
The differentiation of the teaching and the possibility to receive the individual tuition which responds to an 
individual’s own needs were also considered important.  
The size of the group was appropriate, everyone got feedback and guidance which meets their own 
level. I respect that differentiation greatly.  
In one of the student's opinion, it would also be good to have an opportunity for completely individual tuition in 
addition to the group instruction.  
Perhaps I would hope for a few one-to-one lessons for the whole studies in playing music but 




   The playing skills develop as a result of a long-term practice and maturation. In this study, it was shown that 
already after studying for a year the adult students experienced that their skills had developed. At the same time they 
had also many other subjects to study in the class teachers' intense education. The adult students are motivated to 
learn. They have a clear goal and understanding brought by the experience about what knowledge and skills they 
will need in their work.  
 
The group instruction in playing music seems to create a more authentic learning situation and prepare more 
effectively for the work at school than the traditional individual teaching. Learning in a group can at its best enrich 
and deepen the learning. In a group the knowledge can be built together; an individual is not able to do this without 
the community. Knowledge which would not exist without the effect of a community can indeed be created in the 
learning communities. (Rikandi, 2012, 47.)  
 
The challenge of the group instruction is differentiation – students are individuals, with their individual 
backgrounds, needs and ways of learning. In the group instruction it is not always possible for the teacher to respond 
to the student's needs immediately, more independence, initiative and taking responsibility for their own learning are 
required of the students than in the traditional individual teaching situation.  
 
In this study the students mostly considered the homogeneity of the groups important. Earlier research has seen 
partially similar results (see, for example, Tereska 2003). However, on the other hand, the heterogeneous groups 
have been considered encouraging. In a group where the learners are at different levels, the one who is less 
experienced has an opportunity to get support from a more experienced one in the zone of proximal development 
(see, for example, Vesioja, 2006). According to my experience, there are always differences inside the groups even 
though an attempt is made to establish homogeneous groups. The students are different in their skills and their 
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knowledge, everyone has their own different musical background. The shared building of knowledge and learning 
from one another succeed best in the group which is not completely homogeneous but where the members of the 
group are nevertheless not too far apart from each other in their knowledge and their skills.  
 
A pragmatic view on knowledge is suitable for the examination of the knowledge of music: The information is seen 
in the operation, it can be described with an expression ”know-how”. A large proportion of the musical knowing is 
knowledge and skills which are created when one participates in an operation and practice, as do the students who 
are at different stages and play music together. (Paavola, 2007, 42.)  
 
Learning cannot be designed but the learning environments can be (Wenger, 1998, Rikandi, 2012, 69). The 
pedagogical challenge is indeed to develop learning environments which allow for the space for interaction and for 
shared building of knowledge, operation and participation – without forgetting the individual needs – and enable the 
even more versatile utilisation of the possibilities which support the learning of a group.  
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